ACADEMIC FREEDOM- AN AUSTRALIAN PERSPECTIVE
Gavin Brown

Vice-Chancellor and Principal, University of Sydney
The principles recommended by the universities assembled at the 1950 UNESCO conference remain valid as a universal ideal but the real test of usefulness is to what extent there is shared interpretation over issues of practical implementation. Operational questions arise in the relations between government and universities, universities and their stakeholders (including staff and students) and between staff and students and society.  Let me describe some examples of tension in each of the pairings.

With non-material exceptions, all Australian universities are public universities and, almost without exception, their governance is in the hands of State Governments but their public funding comes from the Federal Government.  (An important anomaly is the Australian National University which is purely a federal responsibility) It is common for these governments to be from opposing political parties.  This provides a double temptation for political regulation or influence.

This year the federal government issued new protocols for the structure and operation of university governing bodies and made conformity a pre-requisite for receipts of a significant tranche of funding.  State governments amended our enabling legislation accordingly. A further application of fiscal pressure was an attempt to impose an industrial relations framework (delayed but not forgotten) under threat of financial penalties.  Current policy is to make compulsory subscriptions to student unions (which provide for amenities, sport, student representation and political activities) illegal. This is a debate in which both sides invoke academic freedom on their side.
Our accounts are audited by the State Government which also imposes regulatory obligations analogous to those of government departments, but we are not civil servants and influence on university policy setting is indirect via appointments to the governing body.
On balance, I believe that there remains a workable amount of substantive, procedural and organic autonomy. That does not imply that there are no sharp clashes over academic freedom. Let me give two recent examples.  The Australian Research Council is federally funded and independent.  It uses international peer review but the Minister retains the right to approve or reject individual projects. This right has been exercised to rule out, in a non-transparent way, some projects in the humanities and social sciences. A university, not mine, recently announced, without consultation, that it would no longer offer podiatry.  A Minister with recent social service responsibilities announced in parliament that universities retreating unilaterally from public interest obligations would face hefty financial penalties.  On the other hand, I have recently transferred our undergraduate nursing program to two other universities with the government’s blessing after detailed negotiations.

University administrations face similar temptations in prosecuting their own business.  Unquestionably, we must set internal research priorities and direct funds accordingly.   Where is the line to be drawn between giving and denying financial support according to an institutional strategic plan and in supporting the right to pursue knowledge for its own sake?  If we appoint a new professor of physics, do we take account of the current strengths and configuration of that field in our university or do we seek the most outstanding person available in the broad discipline?  Obviously we must do the former and be willing to limit the scope of the advertisement, yet there is a need for constant vigilance to maintain the highest standards.  
It is fundamental that we allow academics to speak out, although their views may be at odds with university positions or apparently embarrassing to some important relationship. Our practical policy is that individuals should quote their official affiliation only when expressing views within their academic discipline and, even then, make it clear that they do not speak on behalf of the institution.  This still causes difficulties – recently the ambassador of a neighbouring country asked me to stop two academics (one retired) from comment on his government’s activities.   Although we have important investment relationships I was firm in stating that my power is restricted to preventing the university’s position being misrepresented. 

That so-called power is at best a gossamer thread and preservation of academic freedom is dependent on the actions of both staff and students.  I firmly believe, after George Bernard Shaw, that liberty means responsibility.  On the one hand, it is good that students should be politically aware and active in pursuit of their goals.  On the other hand, it is necessary to place orderly limits on behaviour.  In that regard, take the example where students sincerely believe that the governing body is about to make a wrong decision (usually hiking fees) and decide to prevent it meeting. There is an argument along the lines that consultation has been insufficient and so it is a democratic imperative to employ extreme civil disobedience.  Here again there are balancing judgements to be made, but I have no difficulty with bringing police on campus to ensure that proper processes can occur.
Non-confrontational solutions are, of course, much to be preferred with a view to encouraging that shared respect which is the basis for academic freedom. The fundamental problem is when belief systems clash and both sides rush to battle, crying “academic freedom is on my side”. 

It remains to discuss one of the hypothetical examples presented by the organisers.  The most difficult is probably the case of the Chemistry department, but we are all facing analogous problems.  It is an unacceptable position to refuse to have any close dealings with industry and to re-define the problem by seeking to be totally dependent on government.  That course of action would create its own problem of academic freedom.    We must also have clear protocols which protect the players.  There is no, in principle, problem with having Professor Y in  a fractional appointment with each of the university and the X Corporation, but there are real practical problems in achieving fire-walls between the two.  It is desirable that there be cross-fertilisation, but important that intellectual property issues are clear-cut.  Y must be available to discharge his duties to either employer in a timely way.  Students, especially research students, must be totally protected and therefore could not work on proprietary matters as part of their student role.  Risk management, especially reputional risk management, on behalf of the institution is essential so that the interpretation of ‘confidential’ becomes a mater for robust negotiation.  The biggest problem could be to convince the X Corporation that these are all real business matters and not the hyper-sensitivity of unworldly academics - but we should talk!
